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Abstract 

This paper reports on part of an ongoing research study into the experience of pre-service trainee 
teachers of English as a foreign language in a large university in Hungary. In particular, it focuses on 
their relationships with their mentors during their short and long teaching practicums in public 
schools at the end of their six-year training. In the summer of 2023, 33 graduating trainees agreed to 
be interviewed online. An interview guide was used for the in-depth interviews and the transcriptions 
were analysed thematically to build descriptive categories. The key categories describe the trainees’ 
relationships with their mentors and how these relationships affected their view of themselves as 
teachers. The trainees’ ideas of what would make an ideal mentor are also discussed. 

Key words: teacher training; mentor-mentee relationship; qualitative research; in-depth interview; 
EFL. 
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1. Introduction 
 
In a time when many countries within Europe and beyond are experiencing serious problems keeping 
newly qualified teachers in the public education system (European Commission, 2023), it is important 
to understand what factors affect the development of trainee teachers during the most crucial period 
of their training: their teaching practice (Heinz, 2024). At the centre of their experience during their 
practice lies their relationship with their mentor teacher, the nature of which has a determining 
influence on their ability to successfully develop a teaching identity for themselves and may also play 
a decisive role in their decision on whether to remain in the profession beyond the completion of their 
degree. Given the importance of this relationship it seems worth investigating it in more detail.  
The present paper draws on data from one phase of an ongoing research project investigating the 
experience of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teacher trainees in Hungary. The first phase of the 
project involved 13 trainees doing their teaching practice during the Covid-19 pandemic (Prescott-
Pickup, 2023). In the second phase the experiences of 33 trainees who were graduating in the 
summer of 2023 were investigated. Both studies used video-recorded in-depth qualitative interviews 
based on an interview guide (Patton, 2014). This paper seeks to describe the trainees’ relationships 
with their mentors in order to identify those characteristics most associated with success or failure 
in the functioning of this vital partnership, and also to see how the nature of the relationship between 
mentor and mentee might affect the trainees’ thinking about themselves as teachers. Specific 
problems which can lead to breakdown in the relationship will be highlighted, as well as the 
characteristics of successful relationships. It is hoped that the findings may be useful to both future 
mentors and to teacher educators generally. 
In the last few decades pre-service teacher training in tertiary institutions around the world took a 
so-called “practice turn” (Reid, 2011) promoted by institutions such as the Council of the European 
Union (2014) and the OECD (2019). This has resulted in much closer partnerships between university 
training programmes and public schools with an emphasis on pre-service training done in schools. 
The focus of mentoring has therefore shifted from the university to the school, with the figure of the 
in-school mentor taking on an increased significance. The job of the mentor in school-based 
practicums has been conceptualized in various ways with earlier models taking the lead from the 
world of management. The situational leadership model of Bailey (2006) places the onus on the 
leadership behaviour of the supervisor fostering the individual development of the trainee, but a more 
holistic model has been advanced recently. Malderez (2024), an experienced mentor trainer familiar 
with the Hungarian context, identifies five key aspects of the mentor’s role, which extend well beyond 
the purely technical side of teaching. In the Support role the mentor supports the mentee as a person; 
in the Acculturator role the mentor helps the mentee adjust to the culture of the school and the 
profession in general; in the role of a Model the mentor acts as a professional example; in the Sponsor 
role the mentor helps the mentee through providing knowledge or contacts; and in the Educator role 
the mentor helps the mentee to learn and learn how to learn to be a teacher. While the aim of the 
present research is to construct meaning from the trainees’ point of view rather than to test 
hypotheses, such an in-depth view of the mentor-mentee relationship serves as a useful point of 
comparison. 
Before describing the research in detail, it is important to briefly touch on the current situation of the 
public education system in which the trainees did their practice. The trend within public education in 
Hungary has been one of growing teacher shortages in many subjects (Juhász, 2021) and a rising 
average age of the teaching population (Eurydice, 2023). The shortage of teachers means that pre-
service teachers are sometimes employed by schools to give lessons while they are also doing their 
practice. This applied to seven of the participants and the status of such trainees within their schools 
is obviously somewhat complicated.  
On top of these problems, there is a stark divide in the country between schools in different regions 
in terms of resources, particularly with regard to access to digital technology (Huszti, 2020), and this 
became impossible to ignore during the enforced lockdowns caused by the Covid 19 pandemic (Czifra 
et al., 2021). Furthermore, in 2023 the Hungarian government announced a new law, named the 
Status Law (Magyar Közlöny,2023), which changed the legal status of teachers from public servants 
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to employees and imposed a number of extra duties upon them (TASZ, 2023). This led to a number of 
protests, resignations and sackings in schools around the country. The effect on teacher morale and 
also on the public image of teachers was mentioned several times by the participants in this study.  
 
 
2. Research design 
 
In the spring semester of 2023, all 133 graduating English as a foreign language (EFL) teacher trainees 
in a large Hungarian university were contacted by email and 33 agreed to be interviewed. The 
interviews were done on Teams and video-recorded with the participants’ permission (a single 
interview was done face-to-face and audio recorded) from June to September. An interview guide as 
described by Patton (2014) with five main foci (general introductory questions, your story as a trainee, 
your experience during your long and short teaching practice, your intentions for the future, your 
feelings about the public education system) was used and further refined after the first few 
interviews. The interviews were transcribed automatically on Teams and then checked for accuracy 
using the video recordings. They ranged from 25 minutes to around 80 minutes. 
A thematic coding approach (Saldana 2021) was used to analyse the interviews. The transcriptions 
were coded for patterns and then descriptive categories were built using an extended phrase or 
sentence as category label (Saldana 2021 p. 258). In this paper only those categories relevant to the 
trainees’ relationships with their mentors will be discussed. 
In the next section, data extracts from the interviews will be coded according to the order in which 
they occurred, so TT1 refers to the first trainee teacher to be interviewed, and page numbers refer to 
the interview transcript. 
 
 
3. Results and discussion 
 
Before examining the relevant categories, a brief description of the participants’ training is necessary. 
All of the participants had completed a six-year MA training programme in which the whole of the final 
year is spent in a school, usually a public secondary school in the place where the trainee is living. In 
several cases this was the school they themselves attended as students. Before this two-semester 
long practicum, each participant had completed a short teaching practice (STP) in each of their 
chosen subjects, English and another subject, in a practice school affiliated to the university for the 
purpose. The trainees had to teach 15 lessons under the guidance of a qualified mentor. In their long 
teaching practice (LTP) they also had mentor teachers for their two subjects. Table 1 below shows the 
second subjects of all the interviewed trainees. 

 
 Hungarian History German French Media Italian Biology Music Russian 
Trainee 3, 5, 8, 9, 

11, 12, 15, 
26, 27, 33 

7, 10, 
19, 22, 
24, 31 

1, 2, 18, 
25, 32 

4, 13, 
14, 29 

16, 17, 
20 

23, 30 6 21 28 

Table 1: The other major of the trainees (in addition to EFL). 
Note: Each teacher trainee is numbered according to the order in which they were interviewed. 

 

The first thing to say about the experience of the trainees is that in nearly all cases it was mixed. Most 
of the trainees had both good and bad experiences; however, only three reported that they had only 
good relationships with their mentors. Those trainees who enjoyed good relationships were very much 
aware that this was not always the case: “I got great mentors, which is very lucky because some 
people really are not that lucky” (TT9, p. 3, talking about her STP mentors). The following two quotes 
illustrate what can be thought of as two extremes on the range of possibilities: “I think my mentor 
teacher in History was the ideal one for me because she always wanted me to bring in my own ideas” 
(TT31); “And I also told her I don’t want her to come to my lessons ever again because it’s not helping 
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me. It’s the opposite, and she didn’t want to accept it” (TT18). In between these two extremes there 
were many examples of good and bad relationships. In the next section, the category describing the 
causes of bad relationships will be described. 
 
3.1 The causes of bad mentor-mentee relationships 
Three main subcategories emerged from the trainees’ discussion of problematic relationships with 
their mentors. Each of these will be described in turn. 
 
3.1.1 The mentor’s need for control 
Being forced to teach in the same way as their mentor teacher was mentioned by several trainees 
and it was something they found very frustrating:  
 

«My mentor teacher was very dominating, she exactly told me what to teach and she called me on the phone 
and she was telling me literally hours and hours that what do I have to say during the lesson. And she 
expected the frontal lessons» (TT3, p. 4). 
 

Even though she appreciated her STP History mentor as a teacher, Trainee 7 also felt like she was “not 
on the same page” (p. 4) with her and that “she tried to push her ways of doing things on me” (p. 4). 
Talking about her French LTP mentor, Trainee 4 said “I felt like he was very bothered with the fact that 
someone was interfering” (p. 10) and she thought that their different teaching styles was the cause: 
“This was his thing, and suddenly there was comparison” (p. 10). In a similar way, trainee 28 was told 
by her English LTP mentor, “please don’t ruin my class. Please don’t ruin the rules I’ve made for them 
or the habits I’ve made for them” (p. 9), and this upset her: “I had to do everything as I was told and I 
felt some things really bothering me” (p. 9). 
Another way in which the mentor’s need for control could affect trainees was not allowing them to 
teach alone. Both trainees 9 and 31 experienced mentors in their LTP who sat in on all their lessons. 
Trainee 9 asked her English mentor to let her teach alone but “he insisted on coming in and didn’t get 
the message that I was not comfortable” (p. 5). For trainee 31, her Hungarian mentor told her what to 
teach and how, and “she just always wanted to be there somewhere, and she even interrupted my 
lessons sometimes” (p. 10). Unsurprisingly, this had a humiliating effect on her: “I felt so little” (p. 10). 
Being tightly controlled by their mentors prevented trainees from trying things out for themselves 
and developing their own teaching style. The freedom to experiment was one of the things they most 
valued in a mentor relationship, as will be seen. 
 
3.1.2 Criticism that hurts face 
While trainees valued constructive feedback, for example, trainee 33 appreciated the help of her STP 
Hungarian mentor: “he was really good at giving constructive criticism” (p. 5), being given only 
criticism was something that did not help them. Trainee 27 felt that she only received negative 
feedback during her English STP: “I want to get some positive feedback as well so I can have some 
motivation and go on and this never happened” (p. 7).  
Being criticized in front of their students by their mentor could be even more damaging. Trainee 2 had 
a bad relationship with her LTP mentor in English: “I did not like my mentor teacher that much because 
she (pauses) she wasn’t that supportive and she talked badly about me in front of my students.” This 
disturbed her enough to report it to her university teachers, and although she had already decided 
that she would not be a high school teacher, it seems likely that this experience only reinforced her 
decision.  
Trainee 29 had the same experience with her French LTP mentor and it was connected to wanting the 
trainee to teach in her way. She felt it was “kind of embarrassing in front of the kids” (p. 5) but “I could 
fight the lion” (p. 5), a metaphor which she used to describe how she dealt with her fears about 
teaching French. 
A special case was that of trainee 18, who did her STP and LTP in the same school and was also 
employed to teach German to four groups when a full-time teacher left abruptly. The relationship with 
her mentor had started well in her STP but when she started teaching more groups than her mentor, 
the relationship changed. The trainee felt that her mentor “tried to sabotage my, I don't know, my 
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teaching practice” (p. 7), and the criticism she received extended to the other German teachers at the 
school, causing her to doubt her abilities: “sometimes I was just so confused because I had no idea 
whether I was so bad at German” (p. 6). After a difficult four-month period, the stress from which led 
to health problems, the situation was resolved with the support of her head teacher at the school. 
This demonstrates the difficult conditions in which many of the trainees found themselves because 
of the tensions within the education system. Trainees who are also paid teachers in a school have a 
dual identity which can lead to problems with their colleagues and threaten their professional 
development. 
 
3.1.3 Not feeling supported 
Several of the trainees reported feeling that they did not receive enough help from their mentors, 
particularly during the LTP. For example, trainee 16 reported having to hunt down her English mentor 
teacher: “at the beginning of the year, I had to chase her because she didn’t want  to deal with me” 
(p. 7). Trainee 24 did not feel supported by either of her LTP mentors: “I could feel that they are not 
interested in my work and they are not mentoring … but it was just like doing the things, so the needed 
things. They signed my papers and so it was not so improving” (p. 10). 
Altogether 13 trainees mentioned not getting enough support from one or more of their mentors. This 
could lead to trainees feeling overwhelmed and unable to cope, damaging their self-confidence. 
 
3.2 The characteristics of good mentor-mentee relationships 
Only three subcategories will be described relating to positive mentor-mentee relationships, but 
these were the three clearest to emerge from the data. 
 
3.2.1 Getting meaningful support 
All the trainees appreciated getting support, but in particular they appreciated useful feedback that 
helped them with their teaching. Trainee 33 has already been mentioned. Trainee 11 struggled with 
discipline in one English group in her LTP and used a psychological trick her mentor suggested: “it was 
my mentor teacher who helped me with this. So she had this idea, this coloring thing” (p. 3). Trainee 
21 was also given some techniques to help her control her English class by her mentor in her STP. 
Trainee 1 felt she had been given good practical support by her English STP mentor: “We managed to 
work together very, very well. He managed to really show me the ropes of how it is to be done” (p. 4). 
Trainees also appreciated their mentor giving them moral support when they needed it. Trainee 23 
mentioned that her LTP Italian mentor “supported me during my difficult periods that I had from time 
to time” (p. 4), and trainee 25 noted that while her German mentor focused on teaching matters, her 
English mentor concentrated more on her wellbeing during her LTP. Trainee 31 had a very close 
relationship with her LTP History mentor, who encouraged her to experiment but also supported her 
emotionally: “So she asked me every day, how do I feel, am I too tired to teach this class today, and 
she even visited me in my home and she brought me some chocolate when I felt low” (p. 11). 
 
3.2.2 Being given the chance to experiment 
The chance to try out their own ideas was something that nearly all the trainees mentioned as being 
important for them. It was highly appreciated by trainees who experienced it, but it was also 
frequently mentioned as being a vital characteristic of a good mentor: “they shouldn’t just, like, stick 
to their old or own ideas, but they should let the teacher trainee experiment and try out new things” 
(Trainee 32, p.11). 
Finding out for themselves what works and what does not is a vital step in the development of any 
learner, and this is no less true for teaching. Trainee 5 talking about her LTP mentors: “They also gave 
me freedom and autonomy in my decisions and it meant a lot to me that they trusted me with this” (p. 
8). Trainee 21 said her LTP mentors “let me try my own ideas. My creative ideas and, and I appreciated 
that” (p. 5), and many others echoed the sentiment. 

3.2.3 Being treated as a colleague 
Another important subcategory was the impact that being treated as a colleague by their mentors 
had on the trainees. Psychologically it was very important for them to be acknowledged as a fellow 
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practitioner and this emerged strongly in the data for those trainees who experienced it and also as a 
quality of the ideal mentor: “a good mentor teacher is someone who kind of treats you as a colleague” 
(Trainee 12, p. 7) 
Trainee 5 mentioned that many teachers in her LTP treated her as a colleague: “and that not only felt 
good, but also helped me, you know, take on this teacher role, which was difficult for me at the 
beginning” (p. 8). Trainee 28 appreciated that she could work together with her Russian mentor in her 
LTP as opposed to being tightly controlled by her English mentor. 
The reception of the school in general was important for many trainees. Trainee 15 found it difficult to 
balance her multiple identities of trainee teacher, paid lesson giver and former student in her LTP 
school: “it was first hard to find a balance between being an, almost a colleague and a real, real 
colleague and still a trainee and a former student” (p. 6). However, “the other colleagues helped me to 
settle down in this community” (p. 6). Trainee 33 in her LTP mentioned the same thing: “I really like the 
atmosphere of the school because I felt like that the colleagues and the other teachers there looked 
at us teacher trainees like we were also colleagues” (p. 6).  
 
 
4. Conclusions 
 
Of the 33 participants in this study, 18 had decided not to become a teacher in a public school, and 
only three intended to be a teacher for more than the following year (the period needed to acquire full 
teacher status). This underlines a fundamental problem in the Hungarian education system, a problem 
which is shared across Europe. A recent report states that 35 countries in Europe face a shortage of 
teachers and only three have a surplus (European Commission, 2021). The sample size in this research 
is small, but given the current situation, the fact that so few of the participants intended to pursue 
what they had been training to do for six years is highly concerning, as is the frequency of problematic 
mentor-mentee relationships. 
Given the need for more teachers to enter and remain in the profession for a sustained period, the 
influence of mentor teachers during trainees’ practicums is crucial in allowing and encouraging 
trainees to develop their own teaching identity and assisting them in becoming effective classroom 
practitioners. While the difficult conditions for teachers in Hungary (the same report lists Hungary as 
having the highest regulated teaching hours, 26) will continue to be a significant factor in trainees’ 
decision-making, creating a better quality of mentor-mentee relationship will undoubtedly have a 
positive effect, and having a clearer understanding of the mentee’s point of view is an important step 
towards that end. 
Of course, in a short paper it is not possible to explore the richness of the data in great depth; 
nevertheless, it is hoped that even these limited findings have the potential to help both parties be 
more successful in their partnership, a partnership which is absolutely vital for the future of 
education. It is also hoped that the present study will add to the growing literature on pre-service 
training in many countries and begin to fill a gap in such research in the Hungarian system. 
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